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Abstract
Modern platform organizations together with modular producers operate in an ecosystem
with various role-players. These role-players all form part of a product or service that is
delivered to the customer. Currently, organizations are implementing organizational
models of the Spotify type to enhance their agility. This Spotify model works if the
organization is an island by itself but within an ecosystem, this is not sufficient. Although
the Spotify Organizational Model has been used in many agile contexts to increase flow
and collaboration, it has not been adapted for platform organizations and the ecosystems
they are part of. We propose a conceptual model that addresses this deficiency. Our
conceptual model builds on the theory of the flow of work and the Spotify organizational
model. We then extend this model to resolve the tensions created by the notion of a platform
organization.
Keywords: Agile Organizational Structures, Agile, Spotify Organizational Model,
Software Platforms

1.

Introduction

In the early thirteenth century, king Alexander II realized the importance of flow. During
his reign, dams were built and that negatively impacted the salmon population. Salmon
could no longer swim upstream to spawn. This created a drop in fish and as a direct
consequence created some hardship for his people. He created laws to open dams and even
banned fishing nets on Sundays [1]. Just as flow was important in ancient times, just as
important is flow today. Information and knowledge need to flow within an organization
without any barriers [2]. He also realized that flow is not enough. He had to change the
ecosystem itself and provide the platform for this change to be implemented.
In a similar vein scaling agile is not enough anymore. Organizations need to scale agile
beyond its own organizational structures and create platforms that enable flow within the
ecosystem.
Just as the Spotify model was a reflection on the efficacy of their organizational
structure, this paper provides a conceptual model reflecting on organizational structures in
the platform and ecosystem world. We hope it will serve as a starting point for platform
organizational design and how it fits into wider ecosystem discussions in other large
organizations. This conceptual model is informed by a South African financial institution
that is currently thinking about their future organizational structures.
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2.
2.1.

A CONCEPT FOR EXTENDING THE SPOTIFY ORGANISATIONAL MODEL

Literature Review
Organizational Structures

The purpose of an organizational structure is to divide work into different tasks with the
aim to achieve coordination [3]. It can also be perceived as the formal allocation of roles
to control and integrate work activities especially those that spans across the formal
organizational structures. The structure reflects the formal scheme of relationships,
communications, decision processes, procedures and systems [3]. In addition, the
organizational structure affects the efficiency of how information and knowledge is shared
across the organization.
Fig. 1 illustrates a typical siloed organizational structure. The flow of information
between team members needs to exit and enter the different silo’s resulting in
miscommunication and other related issues.

Fig. 1. Siloed Teams

Customers demand a service-focused view where the organizational structure is less
rigid but more complex [4]. This problem is exacerbated with the advent of platform and
ecosystem business models. These new paradigms now extend the problem with
organizational silos to outside the organization into the larger ecosystem.
2.2.

Platforms and Ecosystems

The modern digital economy is leveraging platforms and ecosystems as a paradigm for
sharing. The act of sharing is not new as bartering systems and communal ways of life have
a long history. Digital platforms are the modern paradigm of large-scale mediating
technologies and collaborative consumption that has enjoyed much commercial success
over the last couple of years [5]. A digital platform is predicated on efficient, scalable
technology, which brings large networks of people together and matches them to the goods
or services they need [5].
Companies that utilize digital platforms, sometimes called ecosystem drivers, establish
an ecosystem by creating relationships with other providers that offer complementary (or
sometimes competing) services. Ecosystem drivers provide a platform for the participants
to conduct business [6].
Modular producers provide plug-and-play products or services that can adapt to a
variety of ecosystems. To survive, modular producers must be among the best in their
category [6].
To illustrate this concept, consider a Health Ecosystem which consists primarily of
producers of services (doctors, pharmacies, specialists) and consumers of these services.
This can be extended by adding financial services that could provide loans for health care,
medical aids and courier companies that transit samples. A Fintech platform could provide
a mechanism by bringing all these producers and consumers together and then use the
aggregated data to build a better platform.
Teams get siloed in organizations resulting in miscommunication, hand-offs and
productivity losses and time-to-market delays. The problem gets worse in the platform
economy as one now not only must deal with the internal siloed organization, but also
external parties like consumers and modular producers.
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Flow is achieved when there is a steady progress of the value stream throughout the
product’s development with minimum waste [7]. A smooth and steady flow of value
delivery results in various improvements [8]
2.3.

The Spotify Model

The Spotify model was popularized by Henrik Kniberg and Anders Ivarsson and it was the
way that Spotify used to organize themselves across hundreds of developers that were
distributed across four cities. The overall structure consists of Squads, Tribes, Chapters
and Guilds [10].
The basic unit of development at Spotify is the Squad. A Squad is like a Scrum team
and consists of members of many different specializations. They have all the skills and
tools needed to design, develop, test, and release to production. They are a self-organizing
team and decide their own way of working. They typically have a long-term mission that
defines what they are about [10, 11]. A squad leader is responsible for communicating what
problem needs to be solved and why. The Squads job is to collaborate to find a solution
[12]. Each Squad can improve their agility and ways of working through utilising an Agile
Coach.
A Tribe is a collection of squads that work in related areas. The Tribe can be seen as a
collection of squads that represent work that is too big for an individual team. A Squad is
a collection of preferably co-located squads with less than 100 members and aims to
promote collaboration among the squads [12]. A similar notion is that of the Release Trains
in SAFe [13]. Each Tribe has a fair degree of freedom and autonomy and has a Tribe lead
who is responsible for providing the best possible habitat and strategy direction for the
squads within that tribe.
Chapters are people having similar skills and working within the same general
competency area, within the same tribe. Typically, there could be Chapters for Testers,
Developers or any specialization. The Chapter lead is also the line manager with all the
traditional responsibilities such as developing people and setting salaries. However, the
Chapter lead is also part of a Squad and is involved in the day-to-day work, which helps
him stay in touch with reality [10, 11].
Whereas a Chapter is local to a Tribe, a Guild is a more wide-reaching community of
interest or practice that want to share knowledge, tools and practices. A Chapter normally
spans Tribes and cuts across the organization.
The powerful feature of the Spotify model is the Squad’s autonomy which is aimed at
minimizing the dependencies between them and bypassing layers of management. Spotify
creates alignment by employing an adaptive structure, which is based on two dimensions
i.e. vertical (i.e. Squads and Tribes) and horizontal (i.e. Chapters and Guilds) [14].
It has been shown that Squads and Guilds are effective ways to break organizational
silos [17]. These features are preserved for the conceptual model by extending it into
ecosystems.
The power of the Spotify model is that is brings together the theoretical aspects raised
in the previous paragraph of increasing flow through cross-functional teams. The Tribe
concept embodies the concept of a value stream by combining all the different Squads into
a one cohesive organizational unit. Squads in turn embodies the concept of cross-functional
teams as it consists of all the different specializations and there is no handover between for
example a feature analyst to a coder to a tester. They are all part of the same team. Chapters
focus on capability build for specific specializations as this might not get the needed
attention in a cross-functional team.

3.

The Extended Spotify Model

The following extensions to the Spotify model are proposed to cater for Platforms and
Ecosystems and the conflicting interests they present:
 Squad: The Squad concept of Spotify stays the same, but the scope could be broadened
to any modular producers, inside or outside the organization. Squad members would
typically consist of cross-functional team members of the same organization. Key to
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make this work, are integration standards, like APIs and similar engineering practices
to be able to integrate products across the overall platform and different Squads withing
the Tribe.
 Modular producer: The modular producer consists of one or more squads delivering
a full customer solution. This is also known as a release train in the SAFe methodology
[16] or a programme in general project management methodologies.
 Tribe: The Tribe consists of one or more modular producers inside and outside the
platform organization representing the commercial and technical concerns in a platform.
The overall management and strategic direction stay within the boundary of the
platform organization. An important role within the Tribe is that of community builder
(generally a new role withing software development organisations). This role is
responsible for building the community, social marketing and networking for an
Ecosystem. In a sense this person is the community liaison. The role will also have an
important part to play in the Guild.
 Guild: The Guild concept in Spotify represents a loose federation of the modular
producers, the platform and the consumers. Internal roles within a Guild that should be
added to normal operating models are for example a Community and Member Lead.
Table 1. An overview of how the proposed Spotify model resolves platform conflicts
#

Conflict

Partner / Modular
Producer
Requests specific partner
functionalities

Platform Interest

1

Platform Functionality

2

Communication of requests

Expect fast & easy
communication
processes

Asks for well
described requests

3

Platform owner’s control and
partners’ independence

Keep control over the
partners’ customer
interaction

4

Prioritization and different
business strategies
Different power relationships

Become more
independent and obtain a
broad picture over all
customers
Follow own business
strategy
Want to be recognized
by the platform owner

5

Provides the
functionality that
brings the most value
to the ecosystem

Ensure the
ecosystem’s future
Wants to bind
“important” partners to
the ecosystem

6

Transparency by platform
owner

Expect transparency
around for example
delivery timelines,
commitments, etc.

Wants to be flexible or
able to reprioritize

7

Exchange of data and required
infrastructure

Low priority to
provide infrastructure

8

Forwarding customer feedback

Share customer
feedback/data with
collaborative partners
Only benefit from
forwarding feedback if it
is directly connected to
the partner’s app/service.

Needs the partners to
forward requirements
of their customers if it
is related to the
platform

Extended Spotify Model
Resolution
The Tribe includes all
supply side modular
producers to enable value
streams across the
commercial ecosystem and
prioritization happens here.
Includes input from the
Guild that has consumers as
a part of it.
Delivery happens through
the Squad and the Tribe and
Modular Producer ensures
co-ordination for product
development.
The Tribe includes all
supply side modular
producers to enable value
streams across the
commercial ecosystem.
This gets mediated in the
Tribe. The Modular
Producer Concept ensures
parter autonomy.
This get mediated in the
Tribe.
The Tribe includes all
supply side modular
producers to enable value
streams across the
commercial ecosystem.
The Tribe includes all
supply side modular
producers to enable value
streams across the
commercial ecosystem.
The Guild also plays a
major role to represent the
customer interest.
This gets mediated in the
Guild who provides input to
the Tribe.
This gets mediated in the
Tribe.
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4.

Conclusion

The Spotify model is an organizational design approach that implements cross-functional
teams. If Tribes are well-designed, they would reflect the Value Streams in an organization.
Unfortunately, organizations do not operate in isolation as they are part of a larger
ecosystems and sometimes, they even become platform organizations. The boundaries of
the organization now become very porous. The enhanced Spotify model described in this
paper addresses this shortcoming, by creating a new classification of a Squad in the form
of a modular producer. Tribes and Guilds also are extended to included parties outside the
boundaries of the organization. In this sense cross-functional teaming and value streams
are retained which are the main elements for increasing flow across the platform.
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